
LET’S BUILD SOMETHING TOGETHER

Genesis 11:1-9

BUILDING A TOWER


Well, as you know, we had some terrific storms here last week with tornadoes, lightning strikes, and strong winds. Here in the VBC offices the three pastors’ computers were hit and the power packs were destroyed. For some reason, Bets Thomas’ computer in VBCC was also hit, and I don’t know what it means that she was targeted with the three pastors and their computers. If I were you, Bets, I would be worried! Thanks to Pravin Singh, Wolfie Scherer and Ozzie Corson, new power packs were installed in all four computers. 

Before the computers were repaired, however, Jennifer asked me if I had my information backed up somewhere. “Oh, yes, I have over twenty years of sermons and Bible studies saved on thumb drives (such as this one) and other computers at home. When I told this to our son Neil, he quipped, “Well, I guess even God cannot get rid of those old sermons!” Yes, and today’s sermon about Genesis 11 is an example of a sermon even God cannot destroy. 


What is this story in Genesis 11 about? Well, it is not about the evils of the big city. This is not the story of hayseeds from the country--nomads who shy away from the city. The story from Genesis 11 is not told to tell us that big cities are inherently bad or evil.


This story is not against erecting buildings. I am sure that the Israelites knew of ziggurat towers in Babylon, which is now modern Iraq. These ziggurats were tall towers in the middle of town and were used for worship. A modern ziggurat image is seen in the first Ghostbusters movie where a tall building in the middle of New York City is visited by a mean Babylonian god. This story does not, however, tell us that the construction of tall buildings is inherently bad or evil.


This story is not about the evils of one language. The text tells us that "the whole earth had one language and the same words" (11:1). It was not a sin to speak the same language. A common language is not bad or evil in God’s eyes. 

And this story is not about the evils of persons living in unity. Living together in one place, whether in Shinar or Washington DC or Vienna, living without being scattered, is not evil in itself. Our God is not against unity. I believe that Yahweh wants all the children of the world to live together in unity. 


Yet in verses 5-8 the Lord sees the city with tall buildings and unified people with one language, and then the Lord confuses their language and dis-unifies the people by "scattering them abroad from there over the face of all the earth. And they left off building the city" (11:8). Why did the Lord do that? I thought unifying people was God's main purpose! Verse 6 tells us that the Lord says "This is only the beginning of what they will do; nothing that they propose to do will not be impossible for them." Somehow God saw in this building activity a beginning mis-step for humanity. What did these people do wrong, and is it possible today for you and me to make that same, false step in the sight of God? I want to know! Do you? 
BUILDING AN EMPIRE


The only motivation we find in this story is what the builders say: "Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves, otherwise we will be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth" (11:4).

As a child I used to think that their sin was that they built their buildings too high. The phrase, in the heavens, brought to my childlike mind the idea that the top of the tower was poking through the clouds and into the heavenly city much like the story, Jack and the Beanstalk.  I used to think that God did not want heaven invaded by pointy towers with mortals on top. Was their sin attempting to build the towers too high? I do suffer from acrophobia--a fear of heights--and could easily assume that anyone who goes up that high is surely sinning! But the sin is not the construction of buildings that are too high.


I believe that the problem here is the desire “to make a name for ourselves.” Some of us think that if we write a book or a dissertation, or have our names engraved in marble or on a plaque, then we have made a name for ourselves. This egotistical striving to be famous is obviously sinful; yet I believe that this story gives us a deeper motivation for missing God’s intention for their lives. They say, “Let us make a name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth." That deeper motivation is the safety of unity and the fear of being scattered. 


You see, they feared the command of the Lord. In Genesis 1:28 we read that God blessed them and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it.”  And after the flood God again says, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth.” (9:1). 


We tend to think that God's scattering of these people was divine punishment for their sinfulness. But scattering is the command of God. What these people did in their city was to disobey the specific command of God to scatter over the earth. They wanted to stay in one place and enjoy their close-knit unity. They enjoyed the harmony of everyone talking the same and thinking the same. They were comfortable in an isolated community centered on self-preservation. And so am I. What’s wrong with all of us here today liking one another and getting along well in our little group? According to Genesis 11, such self-serving unity is contrary to the will of God. 


As Terence Fretheim says in the New Interpreter’s Bible commentary, “God thereby promotes diversity at the expense of any form of unity that seeks to preserve itself in isolation from the rest of the creation.” 1 Building a structure in the early beginnings of the world prevents the scattering upon the face of the whole earth and puts the Divine creative process at risk. This story in Genesis 11 speaks directly to a false unity built upon fear--especially the fear of being scattered. They enjoy the safe, self-enclosed familiarity of being in their small group.
BUILDING A CHURCH


All institutions can become self-made empires--even churches. One of the greatest fears in any church is to move out from the safety of our building and to scatter with a focus upon mission. The older a church becomes, the more we become concerned with our buildings, our air conditioning units, our grounds, our organization, our budget. Yes, even our budget. Some church members evaluate the success of a church year according to the following question: “Did we meet our budget this year?”

A church, and in particular, a church building, can become a tower of Babel. The tower in Babel was probably a religious building for the worship of a god. We build towers--even towers with Christian symbols on them--to make a name for ourselves. And we become proud of our building ability and our history. And inside our tower we fear that we will be scattered, that we will not all be unified, that we will not all be "on board” with the same language and the same theology and the same view of biblical inspiration.


I’m not preaching to you today. I am preaching to me! I like buildings and budgets and offices. I like computers with years of sermons and Bible studies. I like to feel comfortable in a known place with known people. I like the sense of unity and harmony we are experiencing these days in our church. I like an environment where I feel I am in control. 

Do you remember a famous church that lost control? I believe the date was Pentecost, fifty days after the resurrection of Jesus. The first church was huddled together in fear. And suddenly the Holy Spirit took over and destroyed their personal unity based on fear. The Holy Spirit gave them a new unity based on the command of God. And God scattered the Jerusalem Christian church throughout the world. 


Did you notice what story we hear after the story of the Tower of Babel? In Genesis 12 we hear the beginning of the story of Abram and Sarai, who are comfortable in their homeland of Haran and, yet, are called to leave their comfort zone and scatter to a distant place. At home Abram and Sarai know all the signposts, are familiar with all their neighbors, and all speak the same language. God calls this pair, however, to a new place filled with strangers speaking another language. God asks them to let go of the control of their lives and scatter for God’s mission. 


Today we are completing our weekend Mission Blitz in association with Habitat for Humanity. When we work with mission groups such as Habitat for Humanity, we build something together. I have been a pastor of two churches in the past and now with Vienna Baptist Church, all who have worked with other faith communities to build Habitat houses. We join other faith communities (and not just Baptists) and say, “Let’s build something together.” We don’t build Habitat houses to make a name for ourselves. We do not build Habitat houses so we will not be scattered. 

As a matter of fact, since we are children of Abram and Sarai and sisters and brothers of those disciples on Pentecost Day, we invite the Spirit of God to overcome us and scatter us from this room into the places where the Spirit is already at work. We do not fear scattering but welcome it. We do not fear diversity but are thankful for diversity as a way of strengthening our unity. 

Let’s be the church Eddie Hammett proclaims in his book, The Gathered and Scattered Church. 2 Hammett writes that if we do not have the intention of scattering for mission in the world, then we have no need to gather on Sunday. Since each of us is a minister on mission for the Lord, let’s gather here on Sundays and scatter to the mission fields where God is already at work this week. Let’s build something together, not to make a name for ourselves but for the glory of God!
Hymn: My Hope is Built
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